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Letter to the Editor.
A Letter from India

To the Editor:
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In the last letter from India, Dr. C. J. Vas
promised further- news for the Linacre
Quiuter/y, from this sulH:ontinent Unfortunately, pressing matters keep him away
from India for an extended sabbatical and I
have been .asked to prepare one on behalf of
the F.I.A.M.C. Bio-Medical Ethics Centre
(FBMEC). This I hasten to do taking up
where Dr. Vas left off.
The 8th of September 1991 saw the
completion of ten years of our existence and
we enter the next decade with hope for a
fruitful and productive future.
The need for Ethical concerns in this
subcontinent is increasingly recognised at
official and government levels as a serious
need to effect a return of high ethical
standards especially in the day to day working
of the medical profession.
This call has become most urgent as a result
of the emergence of two important factors.
These are the impact of AIDS as a pandemic
on the one hand, and the dangerous twist that
has occurred in the matters of organ
transplantation. It is estimated that by the turn
of the decade one out of three patients
admitted to our hospitals will be a carrier of
the AIDS virus. While measures to contain
the spread of the virus need to be instituted on
an almost war footing, it is equally important
that simultaneously there be created an
awareness for education towards ethical
concerns in dealing with patients of this dread
disease who are persons endowed with a
unique right to dignity.
The danger, gravity and enormity of the
problem can foster an excuse for hasty
measures. Thus, containment of the disease
can induce a disregard for fundamental rights.
The dignity of the individual person may take
second place to a concern for the common
good.

This did in fact occur in one of our states.
Under a hasty legislative fiat. a person who
offered to donate blood at a blood collection
drive was found to be infected with HIV. He
was .-incarcerated, suffered under almost
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inhuman conditions, deprived of his job and
separated from his family. This caused public
concern which eventually led to a change in
the legislation. The individual instituted a
courageous campaign with the formation of a
group banded together as "Positive People."
Our efforts to initiate measures for public
awareness and education resulted in the
FBMEC organising a workshop on this
subject This effort was sponsored by the
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare of the
Government of India and the Department of
Health of the Government of Maharashtra
and supported by the Regional Office of the
World Health Organisation South-East Asia
Region. The report has been published and
distnbuted through the various groups sponsoring the workshop. This report is a
convenient manual for easy and ready
reference to interested and involved parties.
It is hoped that such work can be
recognised as a nidus for the spread of
awareness regarding this Twentieth Century
Scourge that is poised to ravage this
subcontinent It is vital that all efforts be used
to profit from the previous experience of the
pattern of spread in Africa lest history repeat
itself without any warning.
With regard to the second factor, there is
growing exploitation and the grave lack of
ethical concern in the field of organ
transplantation, where demand totally exceeds
supply. Again, the urgency for control can
easily lead to hasty legislation which indeed is
on the anvil. It is important therefore that due
consideration be evinced and restraiDiDg hand
be kept lest scientific curiosity or human
cupidity outstrip a due regard for human
dignity and high ethical values.
As Dr. Vas had indicated in his previous
letter, this Centre is on the alert lest the tide of
events pass us by without our appropriate
intervention. Fortunately the Government is
not unaware of our role in this area of ethical
concern. The Managina Trustee had been
invited by the Government of India to an
Ethics Committee to oversee and comment
OIl ethical problems arising out of questiODable
practices in the handling of AIDS patients as
well as in formulation oflegislative guidelines
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in respect to brain and organ transplantation.
Efforts to promote cadaveric transplants
rather than unrelated live donors sbouId
assume a high priority and our work in
providing practical and simple guidelines for
criteria for death takes on greater significance,
This is especially so when artificial life
support systems use ventilators and the fact of
brainstem death must be accepted.
Finally, the fight to contain all efforts at
promoting euthanasia in its various garbs goes
on unabated. The latest polls in Holland that
show a softening on the part of the medical
profession as weD as a Nelson's eye on the part
of the law, finds an ecboin India wbereefforts
in this direction masquerade under the cover
of a right to die with dignity.
There is indeed legislation that would seem
to set a seal of approval on this trend There
have been various specific cases whicb have
been cited in this regard. Courts have been
approacbed to impugn penal acton for
attempted suicide. In the States ofMabarasbtra
and Andbra Pradesh, the High Courts did
come out with judgments in favour of
representations made by persons arraigned
for attempted suicide. The learned judges felt
that to penalise them was inhuman, incon-

siderate showed a lack ofcompassion towuds
the would-be suicide who wu already
burdened with the pUIs and problems that set
off the attempts in the first cue.
As so to be expected, tbou&b most of the
judBa delivering this verdict have indicated
that they were only concerned with the pena1
action and not in favour of euthanasia or
aiding or abetting of suicide, the proeuthanasia lobby loudly aa:Iaims these
judgments as one mark more in their favour.
These judgments have of course been
appealed against at the Supreme Court. A
final verdict is awaited. The previous work of
this Centre in its deliberations on Suicide bas
particular reference to this problem and its
report needs careful comideration.
The efforts reported in this letter do give us
cause for an element of hope and it is our
earnest wish that the support and prayers of
your readers would help us to continue.
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-Dr. EuDce J. de Souza

EXECUTIVE DIRECI'OR

nAMe Bio-Medical EabIcs Centre
Bombay
INDIA.
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